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EXECUTIVE SUlVIMARY

The Food, Agriculture, Conservation, and Trade Act of 1990 (P.L. 101-624) called for grants to fund
demonstration projects that would identify barriers to Food Stamp Program (FSP) participation among

specified target populations and test methodologies of client-assistance. The first of these grants were
competitively awarded to 16 nonprofit organizations whose demonstration projects began in the fall of
1993. Ten additional grants were made in 1994 to public and private nonprofit groups.

These demonstrations provide food stamp outreach and client enrollment assistance to rural, elderly, and

homeless populations, Iow-income working families with children, Native American and non-English-
speaking minorities. In their proposals, each applicant identified barriers they believed many in the target
group encountered when they considered enrolling, or attempted to enroll, in the FSP. They proposed ways
to assist these clients to overcome these barriers.

The evaluation of the demonstrations has asked two main questions:

· What are the barriers that clients experience in accessing the FSP?

· What methods of outreach and client enrollment assistance can be shown to help overcome
these barriers?

The authorizing legislation for these demonstrations requires an outside evaluation of the projects. This is
the interim report to the Congress of the progress of these demonstrations and their evaluation. While it
discusses all 26 of the projects, the reported preliminary findings apply to only the first 16 demonstrations.

Most of these demonstration projects have concluded their activities, but follow-up data are still being
received from several of them.

PRELIMINARY FINDINGS

There was uniform agreement among clients from all target groups interviewed in the evaluation study that
the FSP is very important to them and a major source of nutrition. Eligibility workers stated that their work
is very important in reducing hunger and solving human problems. However, barriers remain for some in
accessing the FSP. These are:

· Changing patterns of work make it difficult to project income. Manual laborers
increasingly find it impossible to project how many days of work they will have in a given
period because of the temporary assignments they are given through "labor pools" or
temporary work placement centers. Many employers do not provide documentation of
hours worked. This is a dilemma for both eligibility workers and clients, and, as a result,

many laborers choose not to participate.

· Recent immigrants and refugees are fearful of participating because of a potential
impact on their resident status. People newly arrived from other countries are afraid that
their hearings for permanent residency status will be affected by a record of accepting
government benefits. They choose not to apply rather than risk this negative outcome.



· Low benefits affect potential food stamp applicants. The elderly and the working poor
with few children do not always find it advantageous to spend time and money in the

application process.

* Using food stamps in stores where others know them inhibits many from
participating in the FSP. There is a growing feeling of resentment toward people who
use government benefit programs in communities throughout the U.S. Many eligibility

workers reported receiving telephone calls from community residents complaining about
people using food stamps. Clients reported being challenged in the grocery store by other
customers about their right to use food stamps.

· The food stamp application itself can be a disincentive to some people who would like
to receive benefits. The application forms for the FSP are often complex, particularly if
they are combined forms used for multiple programs. Some people who begin to apply do
not complete the application because they become discouraged with the reading, writing,
and organizational skills required.

It is not possible to prioritize the barriers that clients identify as important, for a barrier to one client is not a
problem to another. Improvements can be made in service delivery procedures, but community attitudes are

more difficult to change. Many methods were helpful to clients and overcame barriers and disincentives to
using the FSP. These included:

· Outreach workers used as links between the client and the food stamp office offer
important services. They help potential recipients overcome the client's fear of failure,
supplement the client's skills needed to apply for food stamps, and bring needed
information to hard-to-reach groups of needy people. The application for food stamps can

be complicated, and outreach workers from nonprofit organizations are not always trained
sufficiently to do an accurate job. Most of the time, however, they are able to work with
populations that others may find difficult to make the process more amenable to the needs
of eligible clients. They can spread information, overcome community stigmas, reach
otherwise isolated individuals and families, advocate for those who cannot do so for

themselves, and train food stamp employees to work with hard-to-reach population groups.

· Contacting clients at another benefit program office to enroll them in the FSP was an

effective way to reach large numbers of people. Outreach workers provided client
assistance at a Medicaid office to clients who did not know they were eligible for food
stamps. This combination of information dissemination and client assistance was cost-
effective. It generated less information about the nature of barriers to the FSP than did
other projects, however.

· Providing assistance to homeless and mentally ill and confused people in shelters and

feeding sites overcame many different problems and barriers to the FSP. People
living in shelters often are experiencing many different problems. An outreach worker who
provides assistance at the site can help people who have literacy problems, who are afraid
of entering offices, or who may be too disorganized to provide documentation on
themselves. In a non-threatening atmosphere, staff from nonprofit organizations can be
very effective.
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· Bringing a food stamp office employee to an institution or shelter to conduct eligibility
interviews can cut transportation costs and inherent difficulties that some have in
mobility. For elderly clients or those who are disabled through mental or physical illness,

having a representative of the food stamp agency come to the residence or shelter is very
helpful.

At some sites, the need for food stamps was smaller than anticipated. Some migrant groups were aware of
the benefit and had already enrolled in the program. In some rural areas, people were managing through
traditional means of gardening and sharing with family and neighbors.

A great deal of fear exists for many persons about the symbolic nature of food stamps as a sign of their own
decline in the social structure of their communities. By contrast, however, for many others it appears that
food stamps promote self-sufficiency and are a sign that they are not dependent on group meals provided by
a charity, that they have the right to shop in regular grocery stores for nutritious food, and, that with the help
of food stamps, they can provide for themselves by budgeting carefully.

The first sixteen demonstration projects fulfilled their charge by serving the designated target populations,
trying a variety of outreach and client assistance methods, and collecting information in support of the FCS
evaluation. At this preliminary stage, the projects have provided data for continuing analysis which will be
combined with that of an additional ten projects to provide a final outcome evaluation at the end of the
demonstrations.
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I. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

This report comprises the interim evaluation results of 26 research demonstration projects

authorized under Public Law 101-624, entitled the "Food, Agriculture, Conservation and Trade

Act" of 1990. Section ! 759 of the Act authorized funding during fiscal years 1992 through 1995 of

competitive grants to public and private nonprofit organizations to develop and test food stamp

outreach and client assistance efforts designed "to increase participation by eligible low-income

households in the food stamp program." The Act further instructed that these outreach and client

assistance efforts "shall be targeted towards members of rural, elderly, and homeless populations,

Iow-income working families with children, and non-English speaking minorities." Finally, it

directed that a sufficient number of projects be evaluated to be able to "determine the effectiveness

of the projects and the techniques employed by the projects."

This is the first interim report to Congress on the progress of the funded demonstration

projects' outreach and client assistance efforts. This report of the projects and their evaluation is

organized into five sections. The legislative history, of client assistance within the Food Stamp

Program (FSP) is found in Section !, the goals of the 26 demonstration projects as described in the

authorizing legislation in Section !I, the objectives of the evaluation in Section Ill. the

implementation of the demonstration projects and an assessment of their effectiveness to date in

Section IV, and the preliminary' analysis of the outcomes of the demonstrations in Section V.

A. LEGISLATIVE OVERVIEW

The roots of the present FSP were established in 1935 during the Depression as part of the

broad authority provided in Public Law 74-320 mandating that the Secretary of Agriculture

encourage the domestic consumption of agricultural commodities or products (US Senate 1985, 4).

By May of 1939, some I1 million needy people were receiving Federal food assistance through



direct commodity donations. During that same year, the United States Department of Agriculture

(USDA) introduced the first FSP. The idea was simple; participants would buy food stamps which

in turn could be exchanged for specific food items worth more than the purchase price of the

stamps. These were primarily surplus foods being produced by the agricultural sector. This

program operated from 1939 until 1943, by which time wartime demands had eliminated existing

food surpluses. Nevertheless, this initial effort established the basic parameters for the subsequent

USDA FSP and addressed both the issue of agricultural over-production and the need to alleviate

hunger in various populations across the nation.

The modem FSP began as a set of pilot projects initiated by an Executive Order of

President John F. Kennedy on January 21, 1961, the day after his inauguration, as part of his plan

for national economic growth (US Senate 1985, 3). These projects were designed to improve the

diets of those in need and to distribute surplus foods. Like its earlier counterpart, this FSP

permitted people to exchange cash for coupons, thereby increasing their purchasing power for food.

The projects were deemed a success in improving the nutritional status of the Iow-income

participants and they encouraged a broader, more inclusive FSP (DeVault and Pitts 1984. 547). 7

What had begun as a demonstration effort was enacted into a nationwide program with the

passage of the Food Stamp Act of 1964 (P.L. 88-525). However, unlike the pre-war FSP.

participants were not restricted to purchasing only basic commodit?' foods; food stamp coupons

could be used in food stores generally, although the purchase of non-food items was disallowed

because the goal of the legislation was to improve nutrition. Under the 1964 Act, the Federal

government paid the entire cost of food stamp benefits with administrative costs shared with the

States. whose participation was optional. Eligibilib' standards were also determined by the States

with allotment levels established by the USDA (US Senate 1985, 22).



In 1969, President Nixon established a Presidential Commission to study the extent of

hunger and malnutrition in the United States. Based on the Commission's findings, he then

launched a pilot project which permitted individuals with incomes of less than $30.00 a month to

receive food stamps free of charge, modifying the purchase requirement for food stamps. The Food

and Nutrition Service also was established at this time within the USDA to coordinate child and

adult food programs, including the FSP (US Senate 1985).

With the reauthorization of the program under the Food Stamp Act of 1971 (P.L. 91-671),

Congress made major amendments to the program. These amendments established uniform

national standards for participating households, required basic allotments for eligible households to

be tied to annual food price inflation, and, for the first time, "directed State Agencies to initiate

educational programs designed to inform potential participants of the program to insure the

participation of eligible households" (U.S. Senate 1985, 38). With half of the client assistance costs

being shared with the Federal government, the States were required by the Congress to conduct

outreach. In the first few years following the enactment of this provision, USDA did little to

enforce it. however, and many States undertook little outreach activity. This led to a national action

lawsuit, in which a Federal court ruled in 1974 that all States must undertake significant food stamp

outreach efforts. Federal regulations prescribing State outreach activities were strengthened further

in 1979 (AARP 1991,46).

In 1973 as part of The Agriculture and Consumer Protection Act (P.L. 93-86), Congress

transformed the FSP into a legislatively mandated, nationwide program, increasing the maximum

benefit level from $65 to $106 a month for a family of four with little or no income. With the

passage of P.L. 93-86, the FSP increasingly was seen as an income supplement, as well as a

nutrition program, providing a safety net to the truly needy as well as to the working poor. This

aspect of the program was further strengthened by the Food Stamp Act of 1977 which eliminated



the purchase requirement for food stamps, establishing the modem form of the food stamp benefit,

while simultaneously tightening program eligibility and benefits in other respects. This

combination of changes in the 1977 Act caused a moderate increase in size of the food stamp

caseload, as anticipated, and a pronounced shift in caseload composition. The population

participating in the FSP was now, on average, much poorer, more Southern, and more elderly'.

The legislation re-authorizing the Food Stamp Act of 1977, included as part of the 1981

Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act (P.L. 97-35), mandated a number of changes in the operation

of the FSP, including the elimination of Federal funding for food stamp outreach activities.

Specifically, outreach was made a "non-allowable" State administrative cost, and, as a result, State

outreach activity virtually ceased. The 1981 Federal budget cuts also terminated the Community

Services Administration, which had funded many local outreach efforts under the Community Food

and Nutrition Program, resulting in the elimination of most local outreach efforts (see AARP 1991,

47). The U.S. Conference of Mayors reported that the use of food stamps declined by one million

participants between 1980 and 1987, while during the same period one million additional persons

were classified as being below the poverty level (USCM 1988).

in 1987, the Stewart B. McKinney Homeless Assistance Act (P.L. 100-77) reversed the

previous total restriction on food stamp outreach and permitted State agencies to obtain Federal

matching funds to conduct outreach to homeless individuals and families. Expanding on these

activities, the Micky Leland Hunger Prevention Act of {988 (P.L. 100-435):

...overturned the provision of the 1981 law that had barred the use of federal funds
to pay for half of the cost of state outreach activities. The 1988 legislation made
food stamp outreach directed at all types of Iow-income households--rather than
just the homeless--a state option (AARP 1991:47).

Finally, the reauthorization of the FSP included in the Food, Agriculture, Conservation and

Trade Act of 1990 (P.L. 101-624), authorized the Secretary of Agriculture to "make grants

competitively awarded to public or private nonprofit organizations to fund food stamp client



assistance demonstration projects and related evaluations in areas of the United States to increase

participation by eligible households in the food stamp program" (Section 1759 [1][A]). These

special food stamp demonstration grants were authorized for the 1992-1995 fiscal years, not to

exceed $5 million dollars. The legislation also provided for an independent evaluation of the

demonstrations.

B. FOOD STAMP PROGRAM CLIENT ENROLLMENT ASSISTANCE EFFORTS

Food stamp outreach has been a part of the FSP almost from its inception and has always

been focused on ensuring that clients are served regardless of their age, status of shelter, geographic

location, or other factors related to need. A few of the recent efforts are described here in order to

place the current evaluation in context.

1. State-Initiated Outreach with 50% Federal Cost Reimbursement

The present program of providing matching Federal funds to States that choose the option

to initiate and run FSP outreach was legislated in the Hunger Prevention Act of 1988, with rules

being issued by USDA on Janua_' 7, 1989. Under this option, a participating State presents a

proposal which is reviewed and monitored at the Regional office: however, few States have taken

this option.

2. Food and Consumer Services (FCS) Initiatives

The FCS has pursued several programs of food stamp outreach and client assistance over

the past decade. These efforts have been targeted to particular population groups who have been

consistently under-represented in the ranks of FSP participants. Some of these efforts have been

coordinated with other government agencies, and some have utilized grants to nonprofit

organizations initiated by FCS alone. Grants of various sizes have supported efforts to develop



approaches to making the FSP program more appropriate and accessible to hard-to-reach

populations. These approaches have included:

· Spanish language FSP forms/notices;

· Bilingual eligibility workers and interpreters, including staff who speak Spanish.
Navajo, and other Native American languages;

· Extended office hours for migrants;

· Regular eligibility worker training on Indian Reservations; and

· Ongoing cooperation with and distribution of program informational materials to
community action organizations, migrant service centers, Women, Infant, and
Children (WIC) offices, Bureau of Indian Affairs offices, and Tribal organizations.

In the late 1980's, FCS initiated a limited program of small grants to local,

nongovernmental organizations to develop and test methods of reaching and helping homeless

persons to participate in the FSP. Research findings had shown that homeless persons had

particular difficulty in being enrolled and using the FSP, and that only 18 percent of homeless

persons who use services were actually receiving food stamps (Burr and Cohen, 1989). During the

period 1989-91, FCS awarded eleven such "Homeless Outreach Grants" to a diverse group of

nonprofit organizations throughout the country, which developed a varieD' of food stamp outreach

and assistance methods oriented to homeless persons.

3. The Texas Department of Human Sen'ices, Valley Information Project (VIP)

The first USDA grant for outreach and client assistance provided under authority, of the

1990 FSP reauthorization was a multi-year grant in 1992 to a "public-private partnership"

composed of the Texas Department of Human Services (TDHS), the nonprofit grassroots

organization Valley Interfaith, and the Universib' of Texas Pan American (UTPA). The resulting

Valle)' Information Project (VIP) tested the feasibility, of this kind of broad, public-private

partnership, providing information and assistance to Iow-income. mainly Hispanic, residents of

Hidalgo and Cameron Counties in the Lower Rio Grande Valley.



The VIP recruited several hundred volunteers, primarily UlPA students and residents of

the "colonias" which were the main target areas for the project. The colonias are unincorporated

rural subdivisions with settlements of anywhere from a few dozen to over 2,000 people, but with

seriously inadequate housing, utilities, and services. The project volunteers received training from

TDHS staff on FSP enrollment procedures and requirements, while Valley Interfaith staff provided

community contacts and training on means of communicating and assisting clients living in the

colonias. UTPA managed logistics for the project. An important part of the project was the effort

to develop information and understanding on the specific kinds of barriers faced by colonias

dwellers in attempting to access the FSP, and to develop means of addressing these barriers with

TDHS offices and other local agencies.

4. Joint SSI/FSP Demonstrations

The Food, Agriculture, Conservation, and Trade Act of 1990 required a study of

coordinated delivery of food stamp delivery at Social Security Administration (SSA) offices.

Finding that this coordination was not working well, the General Accounting Office recommended

changes in the coordination process and "taking additional steps to ensure that applicants and

recipients of SSA programs are adequately informed of food stamp availability" (USGAO,

September 1992). As a result of these concerns about inter-program coordination, FCS and SSA

entered into a cooperative agreement in 1994 providing for a limited number of food stamp

outreach projects to be conducted within a newly awarded round of client assistance demonstration

grants for the Supplemental Security Income (SSI) program administered by the SSA. Currently,

seven of these joint food stamp/SSI outreach and client assistance demonstrations are underway

throughout the country, administered by SSA and targeted to underserved members of the SSI

client population groups, elderly and disabled persons.



C. BACKGROUND TO CURRENT DEMONSTRATION PROJECTS

The first cycle of funding, provided for explicitly in the 1992 FSP appropriation, allowed

FCS to award 16 grants in 1993. A second funding cycle of ten sites began operation in October

1994 provided from Food Stamp Program Section 17 general research funds. Both sets of

demonstrations were targeted to the same population groups in order to demonstrate what the

grantees believed were effective methods to overcome barriers to food stamp participation. This

demonstration initiative provided the first substantial opportunity to examine and compare barriers

to access in the FSP from information gathered from field sites. The outside evaluators have

provided technical assistance to all the grantees to help them collect data that will be useful in

assessing the success of the various techniques of reaching hard-to-reach populations.



II. THE CURRENT DEMONSTRATION PROJECTS

A. DEMONSTRATION PROJECT GOALS

As a group of demonstrations established under a single policy objective, the 26 distinct

projects have certain broad goals in common. In this section is each of these four goals of the client

assistance projects described:

· Producing a demonstration;

· Providing informational outreach;

· Assisting clients through specific methods; and

· Establishing public/private partnerships.

1. Demonstrations

These demonstration projects provided a wide range of preapplication assistance in ways

that had not been tried before by nonprofit groups. Each of the demonstration projects was

designed to incorporate both client assistance and research.

As demonstrations, the projects were designed to initiate actions and follow them closely,

gathering necessary information on their process and outcomes for evaluation purposes. The

critical features in the demonstrations were the determination of what aspects of the methods used

to reach and assist the population worked or did not work, and what characteristics of the

environment in which the demonstration took place influenced outcomes.

2. Informational Outreach

The first task of those concerned about providing access to the FSP is to inform people of

the program and their potential eligibilit)'. It is important, therefore, that no group among those

who are eligible to participate be systematically excluded or find it more difficult than others to

become enrolled to participate. Congress has directed the USDA to monitor participation in the



FSP regularly to identify patterns of nonparticipation and conduct research to determine the reasons

for nonparticipation among those potentially eligible groups who are under-represented. The needs

of these groups have been addressed by informational outreach through Federal, Regional, and

State FSP offices.

3. Client Enrollment Assistance

Many other barriers to service, in addition to a lack of information, have been identified by

the FSP and advocacy groups. Client assistance activities that go beyond providing basic

information about the FSP are increasingly designed to address these specific "barriers," defined

here as:

Those characteristics of clients, practices of agencies, behavior of gatekeepers, and
physical or geographic conditions that inhibit or exclude clients from obtaining
services for which they are eligible.

Clients who know of the FSP and of their potential eligibility, still may have difficulty

applying to the program for a variety of reasons. Physically, they may be unable to get to the food

stamp office because they are unwell or lack transportation. They may be too confused from

mental illness or too weak from physical illness to be able to gather required documentation

xvithout help or to fill out an application. Others may not have the literacy or language skills

needed to complete the application process and may not be able to manage the face-to-face

requirements of the application process without help. The FSP has made provisions for clients with

these problems by translating applications, creating materials that explain how to make an

application, and allowing trusted friends or relatives of the client to be an "authorized

representative" to collect the stamps or shop with them. USDA has funded mobile vans to bring the

FSP closer to the clients and has funded demonstration projects to find out how best to help

efficiently and effectively. The food stamp office interview may be waived if the household is

unable to appoint an authorized representative and no household member is able to go to the food

lO



stamp office because of age or disability. In these cases, the eligibility worker can either conduct a

telephone interview or make a home visit.

In these demonstration projects, nonprofit agencies enlarged upon the innovative changes

that have been incorporated into the food stamp regulations by providing enrollment assistance

tailored to the needs of specific groups. One of the goals of the demonstrations was to show that

client assistance could not only overcome barriers to access, but could identify those barriers more

completely and effectively through these projects than has been possible in other research.

4. Public-Private Partnerships

Private, nonprofit service providers and advocacy groups have often petitioned public

agencies for the rights of their clients and have monitored governmental programs to help ensure

they were attending to their stated objectives. The results of such activities have been largely

positive, but also at times have created adversarial, instead of' cooperative, relationships. Changing

the tenor of the relationships between private nonprofit and public nonprofit agencies for the benefit

of the public and clients is one of the goals of modern government. In these demonstrations,

projects were encouraged to establish and demonstrate a varie_' of public/private partnerships.

II



B. DIVERSITY AND COMMON ELEMENTS OF THE DEMONSTRATION
PROJECTS

The 26 Food Stamp Outreach and Client Assistance Demonstration Projects represented

agencies from rural and urban areas and the full range of target populations identified in the

authorizing legislation, including:

· Working people with Iow incomes;

· Elderly people with insufficient assets or resources;

· Persons on the streets and in shelters who have no permanent residence;

· Immigrants and refugees; and

· Native Americans.

The size of the award and the organizational structure of the grantee agency varied widely

from site to site, which gave the funded program diversity and allowed many different approaches

to be explored. Community Action Agencies, advocacy groups, general service organizations, and

organizations that address a single population, such as migrant or homeless people, were

represented among the grantees. In the second funding cycle, local food stamp agencies are more

directly involved, and one grant was made to a local food stamp agency. Table I lists the 26

projects, by location, by main methods of client enrollment assistance used, and by principle client

groups or groups being served. A brief description of each project, its organizational structure, and

its main project activities is found in Appendix A.

Each Grantee developed strategies to overcome barriers to their clients' participation in the

FSP. They had observed problems in their long-term interactions with the population groups with

whom they work and developed client assistance activities which were relevant to their particular

targeted, client groups. Table 2 presents the range of activities undertaken across the 26 sites and

Table 3 the diversity of both the client populations and the client enrollment activities that the

projects demonstrated.
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